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Abstract 
On 26 July 2013, the United Nations launched the Free & Equal campaign in Cape Town, South 
Africa, to mark the global commitment to end gender discrimination. This event can be positioned in 
the “fourth wave of feminism” referred to by leading feminist scholars, such as Gouws (2010). 
However, while multiple disciplinary discourses herald the progress with regards to women’s 
liberation, current developments pertaining to gender identities in particular, illuminate that in spite of 
winning a number of battles along the way, the wars on exclusion, discrimination, patriarchy and 
misogyny have not yet ended. This article aims to reflect on the current status quo of feminism by 
drawing on the work of seminal communication scholars, such as Herbert Mead, Irving Goffman and 
Serge Moscovici whose work on individual and social identity sheds light on the processes of gender 
prototyping that are rapidly changing. At present, the United Nations recognises 71 gender identities, 
while hegemonic heterosexual domination and discrimination still persist regardless of legislation and 
activism aimed at inclusion and non-discrimination of all gender identities. An overview of current 
research findings illuminates the need for employee activism and the development of representative 
woman gender prototypes in particular, to harness cultures of inclusivity and non-discrimination in the 
workplace. 
Keywords: gender identity, difference, equality, social representation, gender prototyping, workplace 
diversity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Introduction 
Almost seven years have passed since the United Nations launched the Free & Equal campaign in 
Cape Town, South Africa, but current research reports suggest that the complexity of sex, gender 
identity and discrimination has increased, resulting in practices of discrimination, exclusion and the 
perpetuation of heterosexual gender prototypes. An overview of current research and activist reports 
indicate that the complex topics and issues that are constitutive of these exclusionary practices are 
unlikely to abate, suggesting that substantive interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary 
collaborations need to be fostered and implemented to address the gross ignorance and its 
consequences for millions of individuals and groups across the globe. While contemporary discourse 
has progressed to the fourth wave of feminism, as we discuss later in this paper, shocking statistics 
on legal child marriage, human trafficking, gender-based violence and online child pornography, for 
example, illustrate that a significant number of individuals have not yet witnessed the first wave of 
feminist activism.  
Looking at South Africa, women have been recognised as having led some of the most important 
revolutions that brought about significant changes and the attainment of social justice. Instances of 
these triumphs or victories stand out in a history filled with male heroes (Unterhalter, 2000). The 
South African women’s march for equal rights outside the Union Buildings in 1956 remains one the 
foremost points in history (Sanders, 2017), marking how females sought rights to financial 
independence from their spouses. 
The changes to the workplace and constitutional inclusion of the rights of females in the workplace 
have been shaped by these kinds of events that were predominantly initiated by women’s activism.  
A snapshot of the evolution of the four waves of feminism sheds some light on the prominent shifts 
towards current topics and issues that are addressed later in this paper. Even though many historical 
accounts of the four waves of feminism (Gouws, 2011) have a strong American slant, global accounts 
mirror the heterogeneity immanent in the first wave of feminism. The representations of these female 
activists through analysis of the historic communicative accounts has been that of the prototypical 
female, or woman - an individual born female and who identifies as a woman i.e. cisgender women 
(Killermann, 2014). The Enlightenment era illuminated the exclusion of women from politics, 
education, science, mass media, and so forth, and although some women in the developing world at 
that time believed they had achieved liberation, World War II and the Great Depression marked the 
end of the first wave of feminism (Brunell & Burkett, 2020).  
It is apt to point out that at this stage in history, the emphasis was placed on sex, that is the distinction 
between male and female/man and woman, and not on gender as a social construct, as it is now 
conceptualised, several decades later. The second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s placed 
the focus on civil rights and equality, following protests against the Vietnam War (Brunell & Burkett, 
2020). It is imperative to note that several decades later, following the Beijing Convention in 1995, no 
country has achieved gender equality (UN Women, 2020). A key shift that occurred during the third 
wave of feminism that commenced in the 1990s was not only the flourishing of economic and cultural 
diversity, but also the mature Generation X’s battle against sexism, racism, patriarchy and gender-
based violence, also referred to as ‘radical democracy’ (Brunell & Burkett, 2020). What is most 
significant about this phase in feminist evolution is the emergence of a gender continuum, marking a 
shift from female to femininity and male to masculinity that gained the plural for, ‘femininities’ and 
‘masculinities’, which currently inform concepts such as ‘gender fluidity’ and in doing so pave the way 
for the fourth wave of feminism. 
Fast forward to the fourth wave. At present, we live in a very complex conceptual and real 
environment with rapidly evolving gender identities; arguably, not only through global social media 
platforms, but also the strong representation of other genders on almost every platform, including 
politics, religion, economy and entertainment media. Multitudes of celebrities on these various 
platforms champion the issue of gender diversity and non-academic sources, such as Dude Asks 
(2020), identify as many as 112 gender identities at this point. It is therefore not surprising that 
feminism almost seems to have been absorbed by this vast continuum that demands constant 
differentiation and identification. It seems that Hughes (2002:58) pre-empted this condition as she 
stated:  
Woman is no longer understood as a unified whole but as a process, as fragmented, as 
in flux and as multiple. [On the other hand,] there are those who see this story as 
contributing to the demise of feminism as a movement. This is because the attention 
that has been paid to deconstructing womanhood has left feminism without a unifying 
identity. If ‘woman’ ceases to exist, who are we fighting for? 
The key insight of this observation is to acknowledge that even though feminism evolved, the 
proceeding waves did not replace the preceding ones. As suggested earlier, there are still countries in 
the world that have not yet evolved at all as far as women’s rights and feminism is concerned. In other 
words, the changes that have occurred and are still occurring are not necessarily universal or the 
same in different parts of the world, in spite of globalisation and global participation in and 
membership of the various bodies that have been established over the past few decades. A 
significant amount of work and feminist activism is still required to address the issues of discrimination 
and exclusion that currently exist in the workplace where lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, 
intersexual, queer, asexual and ‘other’ are still victimised, excluded and stigmatised.  
Even though South Africa was one of the first countries to legalise same-sex marriage, recent reports 
indicate some of the worst cases of discrimination are against the LGBTQIA+ community. For 
example, DeBarros (2016) states that more than 55% of the LGBTGQI+ community lives in fear of 
discrimination, while 88% of respondents said they never reported cases of discrimination to police 
and 41% said that they knew someone who had been murdered due to their sexual orientation or 
gender identity. The South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG, 2020) refers to 
international research that shows that homosexuals were prone to depression and suicide than other 
groups because of discrimination and rejection. Farber (2019:1) says that “South African legislation 
has scored top marks in a global report about fighting homophobia. But on the ground, SA fared 
poorly, leading experts to conclude that progressive legislation does not necessarily change a 
country’s mindset”. In fact, in 2016, OUT LGBT Well-being published a report, titled the Love Not Hate 
Campaign, which revealed the experience of exclusion and ‘otherness’, as well as the crimes 
experienced by members of the LGBTQIA+ community in South Africa. It is therefore most surprising 
that South Africa was ranked 17 out of 153 countries included in the World Economic Forum’s (WEF) 
latest global gender gap report (World Economic Forum, 2019). There are numerous global and local 
organisations, legislation, formal programmes and activism currently active in South Africa that 
feminist and gender scholars are familiar with. However, there is ample evidence that suggest that 
there is much work to be done by the private sector to alleviate the discrimination experienced 
because of ignorance and homophobia in South Africa, as it is shown this article. 
The fight for gender equality in the workplace  
Social justice in the fight for human rights is a well-guarded and fiercely protected right in South 
African legislation (De Vos, 2015; Husakouskaya, 2017). However, this was not always the case 
during the apartheid regime, and the country’s progressive constitution has been accomplished at the 
cost of many lives. While the role of South African women in the achievement of democracy is 
indisputable, the fight for equality has still not been won and much work still needs to be done 
(Aschman, 2014). This  included the renowned women’s march outside the Union buildings in Pretoria 
to fight for their right to be independent individuals and able to earn a living without having to rely on a 
spouse on 9 August 1956 (Arnold, 2017). Social justice in South Africa has included the fight for 
women’s rights and gender equality in the workplace and elimination of differences in the treatment of 
women at work by virtue of their gender (Lease & Gevisser, 2017).  
The notion of having different workplace rules based on physiological gendered representations such 
as breasts, for example, adds to a problematic binary view of women defined as ‘other’ than men and 
not as individuals. The binary approach to gender identity reinforces hegemonic representations of 
gender, especially in the workplace. Thus, when the democratic dispensation came into being, a 
number of gender equality rights were written into law to work towards redressing the injustices of 
past gender inequalities. Throughout South Africa’s history, women have been breaking social 
barriers in various professional fields, and yet not all women have been publicly recognised for their 
contribution to social changes through their work with gender equality movements (Koch, 2018).  
Women such as Beverley Palesa Ditsie, an anti-apartheid and gender activist intimately involved in 
drafting non-discrimination rights into the Constitution (SA History, 2017), have not been 
acknowledged sufficiently. Even narratives on the fight for recognition of different gender identities, as 
discussed by Lease and Gevisser (2017: 157), mention only the contribution of a male anti-apartheid 
activist, Simon Nkoli, blatantly excluding women’s involvement. The lack of mainstream recognition 
and prominence of women who are different compared to prototypical heteronormativity of the 
sensitive wives, mothers and nurturers is glaring. This implies than women who do not fit the 
prototypical representation of women in society are not always considered or represented in 
discourses about their roles in fighting for social justice (Davids & Matebeni, 2017). Their absence 
from mainstream communication and discourses exposes social representations about how South 
African society perceives women.  
The social (mis)representation of gender identity of women in the workplace  
Social representations are how groups of people process the world and their place in it. As Mead 
(1934) states, one is born into a group, which implies that one is born into a set of social 
representations. “Representations [are] rooted in language and culture because they are the work of 
collectivity, cannot be entirely conscious” (Moscovici,1993: 40). The group into which women are born 
has specific rules and expectations with respect to the role they will fulfil and their place in that 
specific social group. This includes narratives about non-prototypical gender identities being labelled 
as ‘un-African’ and these discourses being socially represented as completely Western in origin 
(Murray, 2012; De Vos, 2015; Mahomed & Trangoš, 2016). Social representations are both processes 
and products, meaning they are the means by which people make sense of the world and the result is 
representation of the world from their understanding or processing. Understanding can be difficult, 
especially of culturally engrained social representations when one is not part of that social group 
(Breakwell, 2010) that is, not an in-group member. Social representations can, according to Howarth 
and Andreouli (2016), produce a ‘cultural straitjacket’ that restricts and confines individuals. This is 
because social representations are shared primarily through communication and produce 
communication; for example, language is a social representation that does not only result in sharing 
meaning between people, but can hold other meanings in what is said as well as how it is said (Bratu, 
2014). 
Moscovici’s (1981) social representation theory classifies three types of social representations held, 
namely hegemonic, emancipated and polemic social (Jaspal, Nerlich & Cinnirella, 2014). These types 
of social representations shape how individuals present themselves to the world and understand their 
place in it, even with respect to their gender identity. Hegemonic representations are deeply held by 
members of a group, consensually shared, coercive and uniform (Jaspal et al., 2014); for example, 
men should be the main breadwinners in the family. Emancipated representations arise when there 
are minor amendments of overarching group hegemonic representation (Jaspal et al., 2014), such as 
men who agree that women can contribute financially to the running of the household. However, 
polemic representations are those that arise through social conflict characterised by antagonistic 
relations between groups resulting in polarisation (Jaspal et al., 2014);  for example, the view that 
there is nothing unusual about a woman earning more than a man is not shared in numerous social 
groups. All of these types of social representations play a crucial role in the formation and re-
formation of an individual’s identity, especially as they are exposed to social representations outside 
of their own social group (Moscovici, 2011). The exposure to other social representations arises from 
social interaction with other social groups outside one’s own, through activities such as school and 
work (Moscovici, 2011).  
There is an inherent tension “in the relationship between an individual and society” (Moscovici, 1993: 
73), such as exists in the workplace. The workplace builds an opportunity for individuals to become 
exposed to worldviews that are different from their own but can create tensions for individuals when 
different social representations meet in such settings. “One of the most deep-rooted tensions in 
society…[is] pressure to conserve and…pressure to change” (Galam & Moscovici 1994: 486). This 
includes deeply held social representations about gender and, more specifically, the roles of women 
as well as different types of women in the workplace other than those one is familiar with.  
When different social representations meet, a process of personalisation is initiated which is what 
makes identity dynamic (Breakwell, 2001). Understanding unfamiliar social representations can be 
challenging for individuals and requires significant attitude or behaviour change. The process of 
personalisation as conceptualised by Breakwell (2001) involves five steps, namely: awareness, 
understanding, acceptance, assimilation and salience. During awareness, individuals such as 
traditional prototypical women may experience social angst or unfavourable attitudes towards ‘other’ 
women as out group members. The phase of understanding is not correlated with awareness (Jaspal 
et al., 2014), as prototypical women may be aware of ‘other’ women in the workplace and still be 
unable to comprehend their common workplace struggles based on gender identity. Thus, individuals 
may be aware of different social representations, understand them and yet still reject them. The sub-
process of acceptance is linked to an individual’s belief system, and their own identity (Breakwell, 
2001), in this case, their gender identity as a woman. This requires the acceptance of another 
woman’s gender identity regardless of its “otherness” and behaving towards her in an accepting 
manner. The last sub-process in personalisation of social representations is salience (Breakwell, 
2001; Jaspal et al., 2014), when prototypical women, for example, are able to connect the relevance 
or common social injustices imposed on diverse women overall. However, in instances where people 
do not reach salience through rejecting newly encountered social representations in the workplace, 
this manifests in discriminatory behaviour such as stigmatisation and othering (Van Laer & Janssens, 
2011).  
Social processes of constructing workplace gender identity  
Gender is a social construct linked to the norms of a social group or cultural representations thereof 
(Hogg & Reid, 2006; Schwarzkopf, 2018). It governs what the expected role identity of each individual 
should be and the responsibilities enshrined in each role. For example, a female child may be 
considered to be the assistant to the main woman in the home, for example, mother or grandmother, 
catering to the needs of the males in the home as a daughter being trained for the ultimate role of 
being a mother and wife. These social roles are enforced through social structures and the group 
social identity to which the individual belongs (Abdi, 2014). Stryker (2001) argues that individuals 
organise their identity based on a hierarchy, from national identity occupying the highest position, 
followed by ethnic/group identity and then self-identity. This implies that early in an individual’s life 
their group identity is most influential in shaping their identity; that is social representations. This 
includes shaping women’s perceptions of suitable careers for them and industries more ‘suited’ to 
them from a specific socio-cultural lens that had led to the underrepresentation of women or gender 
gaps in technical fields such as “science, technology, engineering and math (STEM)” (Ehrlinger, 
Plant, Hartwig, Vossen, Columb, & Brewer, 2018: 40).  
The construct of gender as captured in discourses is in and of itself problematic because of the 
complexity in separating biological sex from how individuals identify themselves. Gender and 
physiological attributes are often used interchangeably and yet they hold different representations.  
The biological sex of a person as explained by Killermann (2014) has to do with the sexual 
reproductive body parts they are born with, whether classified as male (with a penis), female (with a 
vagina) or intersexed (both penis and vagina). These biological classifications are different from one’s 
personal sense of themselves with respect to their individual gender identity; that is  self-identity 
(Hamidi, Scheuerman & Branham, 2018). How one feels about their sense of self determines their 
gender, this is a deeply personal process of identity. The United Nations has recognised 71 (and 
counting) gender identities by which people classify themselves (Goldman, 2014). This means that 
the binary view of man/woman or as used interchangeably male/female is inadequate for modern 
society’s framing of gender. The United Nations Millennium Development Goals include the 
attainment of gender equality in the workplace, with this expanded understanding of the growing 
diversity in gender of “all women and girls” (United Development Goals Fund, n.d.).  
The South African Constitution (Murray, 2012) and labour legislation is clear in the rights of individuals 
to equality in the workplace, as well as the obligations for those rights to be upheld. Employer 
organisations have legal requirements set out for them with respect to what is expected to ensure all 
their employees, especially women and previously disadvantaged groups, work in an inclusive 
environment (Burger & Jafta, 2006). The workplace environment is an important factor in an 
individual’s life as the average person spends a third of their adult life working (Smyth, Zawadzki, Juth 
& Sciamanna, 2017; Naber, n.d.). Organisations are microcosms of society and thus are also social 
groupings with their own culture and norms which they communicate in various ways (Criveanu, 
2016). The emphasis on roles along gender lines and gendered policies along simple binaries 
perpetuates the employer organisation as a place of hegemony of gender identity social 
representations. The reason for this perpetuation is that while the South Africa’s legislation on gender 
equality may be progressive on paper (Lease & Gevisser, 2017), the implementation in social spaces 
such as the workplace is often lacking, subjective to each employer organisation and difficult for the 
state to enforce because of resource constraints. This leaves individuals at the mercy of employer 
organisations with respect to upholding their rights to gender equality in the workplace.  
The critical role of workplace diversity 
Significant work has been done in organisational literature on the importance of workplace diversity of 
the workforce (Uys, 2003; Boekhorst, 2015; Gotsis & Grimani, 2016) and its benefits for employer 
organisations. Not only has it been found to build better social cohesion, but proponents of workplace 
diversity have found it to be financially beneficial for organisations. Uys (2003: 40) summarises the 
benefits of effective diversity management as “increased productivity, competitiveness and workplace 
harmony”. Workforce diversity is not limited to physiological characteristics such as race, but includes 
diversity in skills and gender identity, for example (Eustace & Martins, 2014). This of course, adds 
layers of complexity in the workplace as managers, leaders and employees must become more 
cognisant of their levels of sensitivity to this diversity (Boekhorst, 2015). This requires people in the 
workplace to become more conscious of their personally held social representations. When done 
right, diversity can serve both employees and employers well financially and socially (Gotsis & 
Grimani, 2016).  
The fight for women to break the concrete ceiling in corporate workplaces in South Africa has been a 
long-fought battle that has yielded some positive results, albeit at a slower than expected pace (Uys, 
2003). This is because  decision-making power within organisations is concentrated in a small pool of 
largely white, elderly males. There is evidence that documents “managers' devaluation of women 
workers because they were women, limit[ing] women's options as workers” (Klugman, 2008: 222). 
Women across the globe have been posted as beacons of activism in the fight for gender equality in 
the workplace (Wager, 2005), yet it is not all women that have been afforded such a platform. The 
exclusion of ‘othered’ women in narratives of gender diversity discussed in organisational literature 
stems from those discussions being framed along binary lines, and often in relation or opposition to 
prototypical males.  
The picture painted of women activists in the workplace is that of prototypical women who are juggling 
the roles of corporate darling, mother, wife and nurturer (Wager, 2005; Ryan & Haslam, 2007). This 
prototypical characterisation of the woman (especially the activist in the workplace) erases the 
contribution of ‘other’ women that do not fit the prototypical female role, such as transgender, lesbian, 
unmarried, child-free (Murray, 2012). The partial overlap of in-groups, such as that of different women 
in the workplace, may increase the complexity of their social identity (Roccas & Brewer, 2002), 
especially in relation to their work identity. 
When considering the realm of sports, for example, individuals such as Martina Navratilova (tennis), 
Megan Rapinoe (football) and even Caster Semenya (athletics) are not always fully afforded the 
recognition as women activists without reference to their gender identity. These women’s 
contributions to the fight for gender equality in their professions are often problematised in their self-
identified gender, which is socially represented as ‘other’ types of women. The examples mentioned 
of non-prototypical women athletes are of women who have fought for the rights for recognition of 
their woman gender identity, as well as gender equality issues such as pay gap, dress code and 
behavioural conduct rules set by federations governing their professions (Leong, 2017). While their 
fights have helped make strides in gender equality activism in the workplace, activism by prototypical 
women athletes, such as Serena Williams and Alysia Montaño, on issues of motherhood have 
enjoyed more widespread attention from mainstream media (Montaño, 2019; Parent24, 2019). These 
prototypical professional women athletes’ activism tends not to be problematised along with their 
gender identity, whereas in the case of ‘other’ women, their ‘otherness’ woman identity overshadows 
their activism for issues of gender equality in their workplaces.  
When Sheryl Sandberg published her bestselling book Lean In, it was hailed as a game changer for 
the perspectives of women’s role in the workplace (Chaudhry, 2015; Kennedy, 2018). However, 
criticism of the book came from how Sandberg had framed the identity of women and their 
socialisation from a prototypical stance and placing responsibility on women for having held 
themselves back from workplace progress (Goldstein, 2018). Critics of Sandberg’s ‘feminist’ book 
highlighted that she wrote from a position of privilege, as a prototypical woman and failed to factor in 
socio-political contexts, including imbalanced workplace power dynamics (Kennedy, 2018). Yet, in 
comparison to the aforementioned athletes whose reported representations of their gender identity 
and sexual orientation are included upfront in discussions on their social justice issues, with the social 
justice issues being secondary, Sandberg’s critique of her prototypical representation of women 
addressed the issues not her identity as a specific type of woman.  
The traditional social representations of women as prototypical versus ‘other’ women forces 
individuals into a space of ‘acting’ in order to lend credence to their fight, or face discrimination based 
on their gender identity beyond them being women or biologically female. Goffman’s (1955) work on 
face-work posits that people play different roles in various social settings. The social setting Goffman 
(1955) describes in his metaphor is the stage, and the individual’s different actions as different 
characters to suit the social context (Tran & Horowitz, 2016). Employees who experienced 
perceptions that their colleagues see their gender identity as being in conflict with their work identity; 
that is, gender-work identity conflict, were reported to be mostly women (Veldman, Meeussen, Van 
Laar & Phalet, 2017). Thus, non-prototypical women who may experience gender-work identity more 
acutely  may engage in face-work in an attempt to resolve this conflict while at work. Such behaviour 
may also be engaged in so as not to detract from their social justice causes for gender equality in the 
workplace with respect to their gender identity (Tran & Horowitz, 2016). This may manifest itself in 
representations of them as heterosexual, wearing skirts or dresses, the use of make-up or even their 
hairstyles to deprioritise their individual identity in the quest to prioritise their fight for gender equality 
in male-dominated workplace environments. This face work engagement forces ‘other’ women to hide 
their true gender identities, self-censure and ultimately sacrifice themselves at the altar of prototypical 
women for the greater cause of gender equality in the workplace. Their utilitarianism approach is often 
at great personal sacrifice, and social restriction of their freedom to express their true gender identity 
as women. The expression of their gender identity may also be at great personal cost (Lease & 
Gevisser, 2017) to them, “beyond the stigma or exclusions one might experience from family and 
others” (Shuman & Hesford, 2014), such as interpersonal sexual violence (Jacobs & Raghu, 2010; 
Adeagbo, 2018). In some communities, including employer organisations, sexual and gender-based 
violence is common to the point of normalisation even where individual community members who are 
aware of such violence may not be supportive of it but do nothing against it (Mahomed & Trangoš, 
2016).  
Group or social identity as conceptualised by Tajfel and Turner (1979) and Hogg (2018) focuses on 
the identity of groups to which individuals belong, and deprioritises the individual (Ashforth & Mael, 
1989). The social categorisation theory (SCT), an extension of social identity theory, compares social 
groups based on subjective beliefs and social representations such as woman gender identity. This 
formulation of group identity and in-group/out-group comparison leads to practices of stereotyping 
based on group membership and rejection of individuals based on these stereotypical 
representations. This often leads to the rejection of non-prototypical women and it forces them to 
suppress their true identity. Their rejection is represented in how they conduct face work to enact 
fitting into prototypical woman identity. This face work may include ‘othered’ women’s use of binary 
gendered restrooms or answering to prototypical titles they do not conform to such as Miss in their 
workplaces. Other women may strive to ‘pass as’ (Tran & Horowitz, 2016) prototypical women in their 
workplaces in  order to advance gender equality issues, ultimately neglecting their own and 
inadvertently perpetuating hegemonic workplace inequalities for ‘other’ women. These inequalities 
include the erasure of ‘other’ diverse female voices in the fight for gender equality in the workplace as 
these women are socially coerced into their identities on the basis of their organisation’s social 
representations of gender identity and socio-cultural norms. Cell C, a South African cellular network 
giant, received undue attention for its then chief executive officer’s questionable comments made 
during a radio interview about how women’s beauty in the workplace enhanced men’s work 
environment experiences (BusinessTech, 2016). In response to public criticism, Cell C’s top female 
management issued a statement on behalf of all women, excusing their CEO’s bigoted comments, 
silencing the voices of other women and reinforcing hegemonic representation of gender in their 
workplace (BusinessTech, 2016; Naik, 2016).  
Workplace inclusivity through workforce diversity – beyond prototypicality through 
redefinition 
For social justice to prevail and the fight for gender equality in the workplace to progress, all women 
need to be heard when they identify with their womanhood. This requires a reconstruction of notions 
of gender identity in the workplace, especially that of women, and not in relation to that of men. 
Reconstruction of women gender identity requires redefining who women are and reimagining their 
roles in society beyond  in relation to men, thus emancipating hegemonic social representations of 
women in the workplace. Practically, redefining gender equality for all women in the workplace 
requires organisations to take practical steps to foster an environment of diversity and inclusivity 
(Boekhorst, 2015) that is broader than binary hegemonic social representations of gender. 
Organisations need to be deliberate in their work on inclusivity with respect to women gender identity 
and equality in the workplace (Gotsis & Grimani, 2016) because representations are mostly deeply 
rooted unconscious beliefs held by members of social groups such as employees in organisations. 
South Africans still do not openly engage in issues of gender identity and remain closed off to 
recognising non-prototypical genders (Uys, 2003; De Vos, 2015; Francis, 2017).  
The work of inclusivity is not easy as it compels employer organisations to examine their policies, 
office spatial arrangements, language use and employee conduct regulations. Deliberate and 
intentional steps to address these will go a long way to building social cohesion in the workplace, with 
positive social externalities too as organisations are critical members of society. There are a number 
of global and local examples of organisations that have made strides towards breaking down 
hegemonic prototypical characterisations of gender and addressing issues of gender equality in the 
workplace. South Africa’s University of Johannesburg launched gender neutral/unisex bathrooms on 
their campuses in 2017, which was an initiative endorsed by the Vice Chancellor (Rensburg, 2017), to 
make it more comfortable for employees and students alike to not be forced to conduct face work in 
their use of restrooms. Launching gender neutral bathrooms in a space such as a university was a 
step towards positive progress as universities provide spaces for those community members to work 
through struggles of their identity construction (Francis, 2017; Rensburg, 2017).  
The removal of gendered symbols and social representations from consumer packaging to promote 
inclusivity can be a good way to recognise ‘other’ women, such as the recent example of the brand 
Always removing the female symbol from its packaging (Wolfe & Krupa, 2019). Gender pay gap 
issues feature prominently and sports federations have recently started taking this seriously, as 
evidenced by Football Federation Australia’s announcement of equal pay for male and female players 
(Agence France-Presse, 2019). In 2018, South Africa passed the Labour Law Amendment Bill that 
now allows 10 days of paid parental leave for new fathers, which previously was not available to all 
parents, hailed as a step closer towards the fight for gender equality in the workplace (Singh, 2018). 
Making an example of senior executives guilty of gender discrimination such as Uber’s firing of senior 
executives and their co-founder being forced to step down (Menon, 2019), is another tool 
organisations can use to demonstrate their seriousness about promoting inclusivity in the workplace. 
In each of the examples discussed, the common elements include leadership buy-in (Rampe & Elliott, 
2016), public declaration and voluntary self-examination of gender inclusivity practices in those 
workplaces. Workplace diversity requires employer organisations to put in place “mechanisms for all 
people to gain representation” (Klugman, 2008). Organisations that continue to uphold hegemonic 
representations of gender in the workplace, not paying heed to the examples discussed face: i) 
having demotivated members of their workforce forced to engage face work, ii) loss of external 
stakeholder support; for example,. loss of customers; and iii) ultimately loss of income through a lack 
of recognition of diversity. Breaking through the concrete ceiling for all women, not just prototypical 
women in the world of work, is critical to organisational performance, freedom of expression of all self-
identifying women and advancement of the social justice issue of true gender equality.  
Conclusion  
The workplace continues to be a battleground for dismantling concrete ceilings for women in the 
quest for gender equality. However, the danger is in confining the gender equality fight to lauding 
prototypical women figures at the cost of erasing the voices of other women through narrow framing 
of gender identity of women in the workplace. The consequence of erasure of ‘other’ women’s voices 
is an inequality among women that forces ‘othered’ women to engage in face work to advance the 
cause of gender equality at the cost of their own discrimination. The behaviour of face work enacts a 
change in behaviour by ‘othered’ women to ‘hide’ their gender in the workplace where they 
experience gender-work identity gaps. Employer organisations need to foster workplace diversity 
deliberately to avoid perpetuating hegemonic social representations of women’s gender identity in the 
workplace that force individuals to not be themselves at work. There are noteworthy examples from 
around the globe for organisations on how they can practically foster workplace diversity that 
promotes gender inclusivity for all women in order to build social cohesion. More work needs to be 
done through empirical research on ‘othered’ women and the effect on their face work behaviour 
because of their experiences of discrimination on their productivity, workplace gender relations with all 
women and societal relationships with respect to issues of gender equality. A tremendous amount of 
work has been done by organisations such as Advancing Learning and Innovation on Gender Norms 
(ALIGN) and the private sector should heed these calls to end discrimination and stigma and to 
achieve social justice for all. 
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